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This article considers the sonic construction of place in English folk music 
recordings. Recent shifts in the political context have stimulated renewed inter-
est in English identity within folk music culture. Symbolic struggles over folk’s 
political significance highlight both the contested nature of English identity and 
music’s semantic ambiguity, with texts being interpolated into discourses of both 
ethnic purity and multiculturalism. Following research in popular music, sound 
studies and multimodal communication this article explores the use of field 
recording to explore questions of place and Englishness in the work of contem-
porary folk artists. A multimodal analysis of Stick in the Wheel’s From Here: 
English Folk Field Recordings (2017) suggests that a multimodal approach to mu-
sical texts that attends to the semantic affordances of sound recording can pro-
vide insight into folk music’s role in debates over the nature of English identity.
Keywords: social semiotics, identity, discourse, multimodality, folk music, place, 
Englishness, sound recording, proxemics, musical meaning
1. Introduction
Within the last decade, changes in Britain’s political landscape have stimulated 
a renewed concern with English identity in folk music culture. While the British 
folk scene has a long association with the political left (Boyes 1993; MacKinnon 
1993; Brocken 2003; Howkins 2009), its progressive status has recently come un-
der pressure with racist groups such as the British National Party (BNP) seeking to 
incorporate English folk into discourses of ethnic nationalism. This has prompted 
angry responses from folk musicians, most notably in the formation of the organi-
sation Folk Against Fascism (FAF) in 2009 (Keegan-Phipps 2017; Spracklen 2013; 
Lucas 2013). These symbolic struggles highlight both the highly contested nature 
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of English identity in contemporary discourse and the semantic ambiguity of mu-
sical meaning, as folk is interpolated into progressive, multiculturalist discourses 
on the one hand, and racist discourses of ethnic purity on the other.
The multimodal turn in discourse studies has led to an increased awareness 
of the importance of music and sound in the communication of social-political 
meaning. Several scholars working on the intersections of music, politics and 
communication have applied a social semiotic approach to music as a communi-
cator of political discourse in work which combines close textual analysis with an 
awareness of music’s broader social-cultural context and its relationship with other 
modes (van Leeuwen 1999; Machin 2010; Machin 2013; Way and McKerrell 2017). 
To date, however, there has been little work dealing specifically with the contribu-
tion of electronically mediated sound to the political meaning of musical texts. 
Whilst research in musicology, popular music and sound studies has expanded 
the theoretical toolkit for understanding the semiotics of recorded music (van 
Leeuwen 1999; Frith and Zagorski-Thomas 2012; Zagorski-Thomas 2014; Moore 
2012), the study of sound recording as discourse is at a comparatively early stage.
Following the work of Machin (2010) and Kress (2010), this article explores 
sound recording as a semiotic resource in the work of contemporary folk artists 
Stick in the Wheel. Through a multimodal analysis of their recent album From 
Here: English Folk Field Recordings (2017), I trace the artists’ use of recording to 
explore the contested space of English identity. The genre of field recording, I sug-
gest, helps to construct an alternative English identity, rooted in individualised ex-
periences of place, which emerges within the specific multimodal ensemble of the 
album. Further, I argue that a multimodal approach to musical texts that attends 
to the semantic affordances of recorded sound can provide an insight into folk 
music’s place within contemporary debates about the nature of English identity.
2. Context: The folk tradition and Englishness
After a couple of decades on the cultural margins, English folk is experiencing a 
resurgence which is inseparable from “a swelling awareness of, concern for and 
discussion about English national and cultural identity” (Keegan-Phipps 2017, 4). 
This comes at a time when relatively stable English/British identities appear to 
be threatened by forces pulling in opposing directions. The 2014 independence 
referendum in Scotland and the variegated patterns of support for Brexit across 
the UK indicate a growing separation between the constituent nations of the 
UK, and suggest that sovereignty is an issue affecting not just the UK as a whole 
but the culturally distinct nations that constitute it. In addition, the old threat of 
Americanization has been exacerbated by the advance of global austerity and the 
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apparent inability of national governments to enforce tax laws on the large global 
corporations whose presence has come to dominate the nation’s high streets. In 
this context, the notion of England as a distinct national entity within Britain has 
gained traction amongst individuals and groups holding “a varied portfolio of po-
litical beliefs and allegiances, encompassing both the political right and the liberal 
left” (Keegan-Phipps 2017, 6).
The geographer David Matless (2016, 19) notes that the British folk scene has 
produced several explorations of England’s “musical mystical geographies” in re-
cent years, pointing to the revival of interest in iconic post-war figures such as 
Shirley Collins, and the work of journalists Colin Irwin (2006) and Rob Young 
(2011), whose In Search of Albion and Electric Eden respectively sought to re-
cover an English cultural essence felt to be lost or hidden. Similarly, when the 
English Folk Dance and Song Society (EFDSS) launched their digital archive The 
Full English in 2013, they promised to unlock the “hidden treasures of England’s 
Cultural Heritage” (EFDSS 2013, n.p.). The archive, which presently offers dig-
ital access to 19 personal collections including those of Cecil Sharp and Percy 
Grainger, is searchable by location, re-connecting materials once concentrated in 
London with the places where they were first collected. At the same time as be-
ing the first expressly English national song archive, The Full English is also local, 
offering users an enhanced connection with their immediate surroundings by re-
localising items of song repertoire hitherto thought of as national; as EFDSS li-
brarian Malcolm Taylor observed in a Guardian interview, “if you think that some 
of the songs were collected just down the road from you, it sends a bit of a shiver” 
(Petridis 2013, n.p.). In response to an ongoing identity crisis, and with the aid of 
digital technology, folk has begun to develop a version of Englishness in which the 
local has acquired a new significance.
The folk scene’s renewed engagement with Englishness is not without con-
troversy. Folk’s general alignment with leftist values has its origins in the revival 
of the 1960s and continues with the current generation of performers many of 
whose parents were leading figures in the revival’s first wave.1 Folk fans’ adher-
ence to liberal socialism necessitates striking an uneasy balance between a com-
mitment to social inclusivity and protectionist notions of traditional music as a 
stable and lasting cultural inheritance with its roots in a national past (McNally 
2010; Keegan-Phipps 2017). As a result of this tension, the increased salience of 
English identity in public discourse has involved folk musicians in territorial skir-
mishes with a far-right currently enjoying a resurgence of its own (Spracklen 2013; 
1. For example, Eliza Carthy (Martin Carthy and Norma Waterson); Benji Kirkpatrick (John 
Kirkpatrick); Ben Paley (Tom Paley), Blair Dunlop (Ashley Hutchings), the Young Coppers 
(Bob Copper).
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Keegan-Phipps 2017). The alternative formulations of English identity espoused 
by folk musicians are thus strategic interventions in the struggle for control over 
a bitterly contested political landscape. While rightist discourses construct the 
English as an embattled minority within the European Britain of “liberal elites,” 
the neo-Orwellian patriotic-left positions of figures such as Billy Bragg mobilise 
notions of “the people” to celebrate an ethnically plural Englishness as one identity 
within a multicultural Britain (Keegan-Phipps 2017).
These new variants of Englishness share the desire to recover a lost connection 
between “England” as a place and “the English” as a people: “the contemporary 
English experience, as it is explored through […] the performance of English folk 
arts, is essentially the experience of a group seeking to articulate an indigenous re-
lationship with place” (Keegan-Phipps 2017). Spracklen (2013) and Lucas (2013), 
however, point to the ease with which discourses of indigeneity may be appropri-
ated by the right. In doing so they echo concerns voiced by English folk musician 
and producer Adrian McNally, who wrote on the FAF blog that “debates about folk 
music often conjure up words like ‘purity’ and ‘authenticity,’” and that “‘traditional 
music itself is debated with ignorance and absurd prejudice […] so it’s not a gi-
ant leap to apply similar ill-founded opinions to the wider topic of Englishness 
and native culture” (McNally 2010). Prominent musicians including Eliza Carthy, 
Kate Rusby and Bellowhead have felt compelled to publicly distance themselves 
from the far-right following endorsements by the BNP’s Nick Griffin. Subsequent 
high-profile projects such as the Imagined Village (a folk supergroup named af-
ter Georgina Boyes’ 1993 critique of the 20th century English folk revivals) have 
promoted a multiculturalist vision of Englishness by foregrounding South Asian 
and Caribbean influences in their re-imagining of the traditional canon (Keegan-
Phipps 2017). Efforts to reject racially exclusive narratives are problematised, how-
ever, by the folk scene’s undeniable whiteness and folk musicians must contend 
with “the dissonance of rejecting fascism while policing the boundaries of a mythi-
cal English village in which white people dance around a maypole” (Spracklen 
2013, 426). After a period of relative stability, contemporary English folk musi-
cians now find “their” music involved in a complex struggle over the conceptual 
territory of Englishness.
3. Musical ambiguity and multimodality
The fact that music is the focus of such contrasting political energies exemplifies 
both its communicative power and its semantic ambiguity. One way to resolve this, 
I suggest, is through an approach which understands musical sound as embed-
ded within a multimodal discourse comprising sonic, verbal, and textual strands, 
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each with their own specific communicative affordances. Music’s meaning, as a set 
of interpretive possibilities, emerges through the interplay between these strands 
(or modes) in communicative action. Van Leeuwen (2004, 285) defines “semiotic 
resources” as “the actions, materials and artefacts we use for communicative pur-
poses,” which have “a meaning potential, based on their past uses, and a set of 
affordances based on their possible uses.” In borrowing the term affordances from 
Gibson’s ecological psychology – a term which denotes potentialities for action 
emerging from the relationship of organism and environment – social semiotics 
emphasises the perception and exploitation of emergent meaning potentials rather 
than the acquisition of semiotic competence. “In semiosis”, Kress (2010, 54) argues, 
“signs are made rather than used;” rather than mastering a stable sign system, the 
producer negotiates an environment full of meaning potentials, in which any fix-
ity of meaning is strictly temporary. The field of semiosis, and the individual’s 
place within it are key to the production and development of semiotic resources. 
Through use, Kress (2010, 8) notes, “resources are constantly remade; never wil-
fully, arbitrarily, anarchically but precisely, in line with what I need, in response 
to some demand, some ‘prompt’ now – whether in conversation, in writing [or] 
in silent engagement with some framed aspect of the world.” While it is possible 
to generalise about the kinds of meaning potential offered by particular semiotic 
modes, the actual affordances of image, text, sound and so on are always situ-
ational, existing only as possibilities for meaningful action. It is not the inherent 
structures of music which determine its meaning, but the affordances it supports 
within specific communicative settings which are themselves part of the broader 
web of discourse. Music’s meaning, while in principle fluid, at the everyday level 
can be experienced as powerfully and unambiguously present. In this article, I 
consider sound recording as one strand within a complex multimodal ensemble. 
As with music, sound recording, and its affordances cannot be understood in iso-
lation from the other components operating within a given context. In my discus-
sion of the following case study I am less concerned with describing the semiotic 
resources of sound recording in general, than with its contribution to meaning, 
through interaction with the musical, textual and visual modes, within the specific 
multimodal context of the album.
4. Case study: Stick in the Wheel’s From Here: English Folk Field 
Recordings (2017)
Although Stick in the Wheel’s emergence onto the English folk scene in 2012 post-
dates the FAF controversies of the late 2000s, they have wasted no time in join-
ing the identity debate, enthusiastically promoting folksong as a shared national 
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inheritance. “We play the music of our people,” proclaims the band’s Facebook 
page; “We sing in our own accents. We record in our kitchens and living rooms. 
This is our culture, our tradition.”2 The band’s 2017 collection of curated perfor-
mances by various artists From Here: English Folk Field Recordings, supported by 
funding from Arts Council England, is an exploration of contemporary English 
folk in which the process of recording itself is presented as a way of elucidating 
questions of culture, place and identity. The album’s title explicitly problematis-
es the concept of Englishness, conflating the questions “what does it mean to be 
English?” and “what does it mean to be from here?”
As Kumar (2003) notes, English has often been perceived as a softer cultural 
identity than British, a term laden with military and imperial connotations. In a 
Guardian article accompanying the album’s release the band exploit the gap be-
tween the two concepts, implicitly rejecting a British identity and instead identify-
ing with England as an oppressed subject nation, the first colony of the empire. 
“English identity,” they argue:
is complex and distinct from its neighbours – its working people were oppressed 
for far longer. Even with the empire and all its evils, remember that we practised 
them on our own first, and we carry the weight of that in our collective memories 
every day. When you come here you become a part of that, and you suffer like the 
rest of us. (Kearey and Carter 2017)
In this way, the project of developing an English musical identity is framed as an 
assertion of independence from the imperial (British) past, an overdue counter-
part to the cultural nationalist movements of Ireland and Scotland, and a neces-
sary step towards dealing with the English people’s “heritage of struggle” (Kearey 
and Carter 2017).
4.1 Englishness in domestic and national space
From the outset, the project positions domestic space as a key site of national ex-
perience. Kearey and Carter describe setting out to:
record some English folk musicians on their own turf, asking them to interpret 
the two words “from here.” We asked them to respond to a geographical location 
that resonates with them, or that was a starting point in their musical journey, or 
simply to record a song that sums up who they are and where they are from. We 
2. Although this section of the page has since been removed, the statement can still be found 
quoted on the web page of the band’s management company. Alan Bearman Music. “Stick in the 
Wheel Join ABM.” Alan Bearman Music (Website) Accessed August 31, 2018. http://alanbear-
manmusic.co.uk/news/stick-in-the-wheel/.
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went to their homes and recorded them in their kitchens and living rooms and 
captured raw and immediate performances. (Kearey and Carter 2017)
The pair’s description modulates between various senses of place, defining it as 
a “geographical location” or symbolic “home turf,” even a point in biographical 
time – a staging post on a personal musical journey. The word here thus traverses 
a broad conceptual territory, layering national and domestic space, the geopoliti-
cal and the biographical. The notion of “home,” however, occupies an important 
place within the album. “Home,” Sopher (1979 qtd in Edensor 2002, 57) notes, 
is “a vitally important spatial concept [which] can equally refer to ‘house, land, 
village, city, district, country, or, indeed, the world.” In the album as a whole, in-
timate and personal experiences of homely places coalesce into a state-of-the-
nation survey, “a snapshot of English folk music right now” (Stick in the Wheel 
2017, liner notes). The recordings with their domestic setting connect the national 
and domestic nodes in this conceptual chain. The implication is that to relocate 
English identity, it is necessary to return home. Englishness is an identity that is 
best experienced at the local level (“from here”) a concept built from the ground 
up, rather than imposed from above. It is also plural, personal and spatially dis-
tributed: England comprises multiple heres each of which embodies a particular 
experience of national belonging.
4.2 Textual and visual constructions of English place and identity
The album’s textual and visual components help to situate the recorded perfor-
mances within the broader theme of English identity. The liner notes include short 
introductions by the artists in which place, unsurprisingly, is a recurrent theme. 
Jack Sharp describes his song as “a May carol that is supposedly from Northill, 
about four to five miles from the village I grew up in, Clophill,” while Bella Hardy 
tells the producers, “I wanted to do you a song from Derbyshire, a song from 
the Peak District, which is where we are.” (Stick in the Wheel 2017, liner notes). 
Visually, the album avoids common landscape-oriented signifiers of Englishness 
in order to emphasise the personal aspects of place. National landscapes, Edensor 
argues, “stand as symbols of continuity … so that history runs through geography” 
(2002, 40). The visual litany of rural clichés includes:
parish churches, lych gates, haystacks, thatched or half-timbered cottages, rose-
laden gardens, village greens, games of cricket, country pubs, rural customs, 
hedgerows, golden fields of grain, plough and horses, hunting scenes…  
 (Edensor 2002, 41)
The album’s sleeve design features a simple, sans-serif font, and muted colour 
scheme and seems at first glance to avoid direct representation altogether. It is only 
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after a few moments’ viewing that a highly schematic map of England emerges, 
its sparse network of points and connectors vaguely recalling Harry Beck’s 1933 
London tube map and evoking modernity rather than rural nostalgia. This “map” 
presents a borderless England rather than a bounded territory, a network rather 
than a surface. The locations are not named but remain identifiable through con-
text; their relative size might indicate population density – London is significantly 
larger than the other dot-markers  – while their position and spatial spread re-
flects real geographical relationships and a certain degree of coverage with most 
of England’s major regions represented. What is not shown is perhaps equally 
revealing: between the points there is nothing but empty space, ready to be re-
mapped and remade. The map’s schematic character, its lack of detail, obviates 
the need either to show or occlude the nations that border England. Rather than 
showing England as cut off from the rest of the UK at its borders, it is presented 
as an autonomous entity emerging organically out of the connections between 
people and places.
The accompanying liner notes work to construct the music as embedded in 
“personal and private spaces.” The recordings, we are told, took place “in down-
time” and “between gigs,” suggesting that these are in a sense not performances 
(which are by definition to some extent public) but intimate events belonging to 
the musicians’ private lives which have a special, biographical significance (Stick 
in the Wheel 2017, liner notes). The first performance on the album, Jack Sharp’s 
‘Bedfordshire May Carol’, for example, is accompanied by a textual narrative out-
lining his progression from an early rejection of the music (“I wasn’t into it as a 
kid”), a subsequent hailing (in the form of a recording by Shirley Collins) followed 
by a conscious re-discovery and identification with the music which is inseparable 
from a new connection with place; the sharing of a song collected only a few miles 
from his childhood home is simultaneously a re-connection with “here” and a 
renewal of the singer’s own personal identity, as an item of national repertoire is 
symbolically relocated and brought “home.”
4.3 The recordings: Sound, mediation and authenticity
The visual and textual strategies of English Folk Field Recordings help to situate 
the selected recordings within a larger cultural discourse of English identity. It is 
through the sound of the recordings themselves, however, that we encounter the 
here of the title most vividly, capturing the various places – “a stone cottage in 
Edale, a London Bank Vault, a Bristol back room, […] a Robin Hood’s Bay garden 
at dusk, a Bedford Kitchen” – in their aural specificity. Sharp’s performance, for 
example, takes place within the acoustic space of a small room, revealed in the ac-
companying promotional trailer to be his own kitchen, and the audibly domestic 
[8]
 From here 
room sound, unique to the performance, produces a convincing sense of interper-
sonal intimacy.
The sonic character of the recordings emphasises the liveness and spontane-
ity – and thus the authenticity – of the performances by drawing attention to the 
comparative absence of mediation involved in their production. Authenticity re-
mains a salient issue in the study of folk and popular music. Popular music dis-
courses are often concerned to articulate notions of emotional sincerity and free-
dom from creative interference (the two qualities are often closely linked) and 
numerous scholars have traced the strategies used by musicians, promoters and 
audiences to articulate these ideas across musical, visual, textual and verbal dis-
course (Moore 2002; Weinstein 1999; Marshall 2006). Recent work has explored 
the role of technological practices in articulating authenticity: Zagorski-Thomas 
(2014) and Ord (2017) consider the contribution of sound recording to the con-
struction of authenticity in historical and contemporary folk music, showing 
that discourses both through and about sound recording have allowed folk musi-
cians and their audiences to express ideas about cultural, personal and emotional 
authenticity.
In discourses of folk revivalism, recording and amplification technologies 
have frequently been conceptualised as a barrier between performer and audience, 
reflecting an underlying cultural understanding of performance as essentially a 
form of interpersonal communication (Mackinnon 1993). Nicola Kearey, as one of 
the album’s producers, draws upon this performance is communication metaphor 
when she presents From Here’s lack of studio sheen as a critique of contemporary 
folk’s lush production values, remarking that “there are a lot of folk albums that are 
pretty polished and have had a lot of production done to them, and I’m pretty, well, 
against that” (Stick in the Wheel 2017a). In a promotional trailer for the record she 
elaborates further, describing the project as driven by a sense that contemporary 
recordings fail to convey the intimate character of live folk performance:
my first experiences of seeing [folksongs] live … were very immediate and raw 
and emotional and very moving a lot of them. And so then to seek them out and 
hear them recorded was quite a different experience […] I think that what we 
wanted to do with this record was try and convey some of that liveness and that 
immediacy back onto a recording. (Stick in the Wheel 2017a)
The emotional grain of folk performance – its power to move the listener – is con-
nected to the notion of directness (rawness and immediacy), and the enhanced 
experience of emotional intimacy is conflated with a lessening of technological 
mediation. Her bandmate Ian Carter remarks that he “recorded everything in as 
high resolution as possible with the mics that I wanted to use […] the Neumanns 
[microphones] are a really nice, balanced pair with a really clear picture – really 
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honest” (Wilks 2017, n.p.). The description, which applies an intersubjective qual-
ity (“honesty”) within a technical context, again references the underlying per-
formance is communication metaphor, suggesting that “honest” recording entails 
simply “revealing” the performance event. All that is required is a “clear picture,” 
and the less mediated the sound, the more emotionally “honest” the performance 
(Wilks 2017). These reassurances about the nature and use of technology lend 
support to what the listener can already hear; that in these recordings, we are pre-
sented with something real.
4.4 The meaning of field recordings
Compared with many contemporary folk recordings (including others made by 
the artists represented on the album) the sound of English Folk Field Recordings 
is austere. Using a stereo pair to capture single-take recordings without editing or 
post-production, the record recalls mid-twentieth century ethnographic record-
ings. In field recording, rather than bringing musicians into a space purpose-built 
for the capture of sound, the recordist enters the field – the social-musical context 
in which performance naturally exists. The practice is rooted in anthropology: the 
first recordings of indigenous music made by American folklorists in the 1880s 
functioned as ethnological samples, and recording was viewed as a mechanical 
aid to notation and a means of storage used for transporting the resulting sam-
ples back to the study for more detailed analysis (Brady 1999; Sterne 2003). Later, 
as smaller and simpler devices helped close the gap between ethnographers and 
their subjects, recordings came to be seen, like written field reports, as transpar-
ent “windows on practice” (Nimmo 2011). In the early 1990s, ethnomusicologist 
Helen Myers described field recordings as capturing not only the content but the 
“natural ambience” of musical performances; “audience, traffic, animals, conver-
sation, discussion, cooking, eating, drinking – life” (Myers 1992 cited in Lysloff 
and Gay 2003, 5). These evolving perceptions of field recording as object and pro-
cess reflect changes in the ethnographic gaze, and advances in the portability and 
quality of recording technologies. Both share a degree of faith in the innocence 
and objectivity of recording as a technology of representation and the require-
ment that the technology and its user be effaced from the socio-musical context 
under observation.
In From Here, the notion of field recordings as transparent documents with 
a high truth-value is supported through paratext which constructs recording as 
a primarily indexical and thus epistemologically trustworthy medium. The liner 
notes, for example, in describing the recordings as “a snapshot” of English folk 
music use a photography metaphor to downplay the producer’s agency; to take 
a snapshot is not the same as to construct a representation. Similarly, the use of 
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the verb “capture” constructs the performances as logically independent of the 
recording process. As Carter and Kearey (Stick in the Wheel 2017, liner notes) 
put it, “We just recorded them in situ, two stereo mics, no overdubs. Exactly as if 
you were right there.” Playing up the simplicity and spontaneity of their approach, 
and delegating the burden of representation onto the recording device, allows the 
album’s producers to effectively minimize their own accountability for the text as 
a representation of reality.
Carter and Kearey, are keen to emphasise the transparency of their recordings. 
Brøvig-Hanssen usefully distinguishes between “opaque” and “transparent” mod-
els of mediation, where “transparent mediation implies that the listener ignores 
the mediation [and] opaque mediation implies that the listener reckons with it” 
(Brøvig-Hanssen 2013 in Kraugerud 2017, n.p.). It is important to stress, however, 
that in terms of mediation, the difference between the field recordings presented 
here and the studio recordings to which they offer a critical response, is one of qual-
ity rather than degree; what matters is not “how much technological mediation is 
involved, but rather how the technological mediation in the music is experienced” 
(Brøvig-Hanssen and Danielsen 2016 in Kraugerud 2017, n.p.). Transparency is a 
quality more properly ascribed by the listener to the experience of listening than 
to the relationship instantiated by the sonic text itself. Field recording is best un-
derstood not as a transparent form of mediation, but as a genre of discourse which 
relies on the assumption of transparency. By posing as windows on reality, field 
recordings require the listener to ascribe the experiential qualities of the techno-
logically mediated relationship instantiated by the recording to an ontologically 
prior original performance.
4.5 Reception
Reviews of the record provide evidence of a conceptual linkage between the sup-
posed lessening of mediation in field recordings and emotional authenticity. The 
Grizzly Folk blog, remarking approvingly that “this is how folk music should be 
heard,” praises the band’s approach through a comparison with Bellowhead (one 
of the more commercially successful English folk bands of recent years) whose 
singer John Boden also contributes to the record:
If any criticism could be levelled at […] Bellowhead, it is that they were produced 
to within an inch of their lives. But here, free of the mixing desk […] the old 
standard “Fathom the Bowl” is restrained and heartfelt, bringing real pathos to a 
familiar tune. (Lines 2017, n.p.)
Bellowhead, it is implied, were denied an intimate connection with the audi-
ence through a dehumanizing production process. This performance, however, is 
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“undeniably authentic” and the “raw recording method [is] the key” (Lines 2017, 
n.p.). This “heartfelt” performance conveys genuine emotion through its lessening 
of the technological distance between performer and audience; “the sparse record-
ings,” the writer continues, “capture the intimacy and immediacy that folk music 
requires to communicate – every slip on the fret or crack in the voice becomes a 
part of the story we tell and intrinsic to each rendition” (Lines 2017, n.p.).
If the above quote reflects a tacit assumption that performance is interpersonal 
communication, it also points to the paradoxical aspects of the transparency con-
cept: the reviewer’s opening statement that “this is how folk music should be heard 
[emphasis added]” suggests that the recording, more than a close second to face-
to-face performance, is in fact an improvement on it; another reviewer remarks 
that the album “plays like a dream open-mic session at the perfect folk club,” yet 
ascribes this fact to the location of the recordings; “because these recordings are 
made in the ‘field’ so to speak,” he suggests, “there’s a spontaneity and freshness 
about them that is warm and infectious” (Childs 2017, n.p.). The clear implication 
that folk performance, in order to be authentic, must be “freed from the mix-
ing desk” is underscored by a series of organic signifiers (“freshness,” “warmth,” 
“infectious”) which evoke the warmth (and potential emotional contagion) of 
physical proximity. The band themselves invoke physical closeness and organic 
themes when they state in the liner notes that, “you feel like you’re in the room 
with them, hearing a continuation of a tradition which is very much alive, and 
evolving” (Stick in the Wheel 2017). Yet Lines’s (2017) suggestion that the material 
details of the recordings themselves, the fret-noise or vocal imperfections, only 
attain significance in the context of the recording raises the question of whether 
any real performance could ever approach the perfected intimacy of the recording.
4.6 Recording, performance and the construction of social intimacy
It is important to bear in mind, then, that sound recordings are humanly-produced 
representations of performance rather than mechanical impressions. Zagorski-
Thomas (2014) argues that recordings are schematic representations of sonic re-
ality, which emphasise selected aspects of performance to amplify socio-musical 
meanings. In this respect, they resemble the map of England that provides the 
focal point of the album’s front cover. In recording, as in visual design, technical 
decisions are motivated both by the communicative stance of producers and their 
assumptions about the object being represented. This reflects a basic principle of 
Kress’s (2010, 70) social semiotic approach, namely, that “[w]hat the sign-maker 
takes as criterial determines what she or he will represent about that entity.” The 
recordings, by highlighting the ambient quality of real domestic spaces, amplify 
the social aspect of musical performance as signalled by the sense of proximity 
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and intimacy within recorded space. The listener is brought into a virtual-social 
relationship with the performer; as the liner notes put it, “exactly as if you were 
right there” (Stick in the Wheel 2017).
Recording thus contributes to the total multimodal ensemble through the 
representation and management of meaningful interpersonal distance. “Distance,” 
Kress (2010, 74) remarks, “can be manipulated in a ‘shot’ in film or in a photo; as 
it can in the physical arrangements of furniture in a place of work; or in seating 
arrangements at a dinner table.” As Hall (1966) suggests, in everyday contexts, spa-
tial relationships can indicate different social stances: intimate, social, public, etc., 
which are associated with specific modes of social interaction. As Moore (2012) 
has shown, building on Hall’s approach, song recordings can convey not only the 
audible quality of particular spaces, but the meaningful relationships between 
people in socio-musical space. A singer using a style of articulation appropriate to 
intimate social distance in verbal communication can, for example, suggest con-
versation between close friends or lovers, with important implications for textual 
meaning. In a way analogous to other modes, the perceived distance between lis-
tener and performer, constructed through a combination of articulation and mi-
crophone placement, affects the interpretive affordances open to listeners.
4.7 Recording, place and Englishness: Bringing the songs home
The positioning of these performances in personalised domestic space opens up a 
range of affordances for the album’s producers and the performers with regard to 
their exploration of Englishness. The textual and visual elements frame the per-
formances as part of a discussion of English identity; England is then spatially 
re-imagined as a composite of various viewpoints which are represented not only 
textually but through the unique sonic profile of each recording. The adoption of 
field recording as the album’s basic representational strategy is therefore especially 
significant as it allows the sonic character of the recordings to stand for the un-
derlying conceptual model, which the epistemological trustworthiness of the field 
recording genre also further supports.
Kramer’s (2002) notion of the semantic loop can be usefully applied here to 
describe how the sounds on the recording help to convey discourse through a re-
ciprocal relationship with the album’s visual and textual components. Kramer ar-
gues that musical sound does not simply reflect meanings already present in what 
he calls the imagetext (the visual or textual discourses with which it enters into 
dialogue) but in fact absorbs and transforms meaning derived from it. Although 
the imagetext enjoys “a semantic authority that music is denied” (logically, mean-
ing flows into music from it) when listening to and interpreting music, Kramer ar-
gues that our experience “tends to proceed contrariwise” with music becoming the 
[13]
 Matthew Ord
apparent origin of meaning (Kramer 2002, 153). “As soon as meaning effectively 
runs from the imagetext to music along the semantic loop,” Kramer argues, “the 
music seems to convey that meaning to and through the imagetext in preconcep-
tual, prerepresentational form” (Kramer 2002, 153).
In the case of From Here, the immediate imagetext constituted by the album’s 
visual and textual components frames the meaning of the sounds on the recording 
(the sonic details of intimate social space) as markers of a new local understanding 
of Englishness. In the process of listening, however, the immediate qualities of the 
sonic material, the sense of proxemic closeness in the recordings, is what we seem 
to encounter first and the sound, although it receives meaning from the surround-
ing discourse, acts to confirm and exemplify this meaning. The recording thus 
“seems to emit a meaning that it actually returns, and what it returns, it enriches 
and transforms” (Kramer 2002, 153).
The significance of recorded sound in this process can be illustrated by imag-
ining a similar project using studio rather than field recording. Historically, com-
mercial studio design has sought to remove aural specificity, resulting in something 
like an audio equivalent of the White Cube of the gallery space. In the majority of 
studio recordings, we hear space without place. This is not true of the recordings 
presented here, however; each space is present to the listener through its unique 
aural profile, and this profile is significant not because it sounds good, but because 
it signifies a real, particular place.
If ‘Bedfordshire May Carol’ had been recorded in a studio, we would have 
heard the sound of a space prepared for the capture of musical sound, not of a spe-
cific place. In this recording however, the indoor, domestic interior made audible 
to us because of the ratio of direct to reflected sound presents us with a space that 
is also a specific place: the mics pick up enough ambience to allow us to locate the 
performance in a context that is audibly homely. This unlocks interpretive affor-
dances which have to do with our implied relationship with the performer; listen-
ing to Sharp singing, in his own kitchen, a song that originated only a few miles 
away, we are positioned as guests or privileged onlookers rather than as audience 
members. The performance is happening in the place the song comes from, and 
we know this because we can hear that this is not a studio recording. The recording 
also signifies a particular relationship with place and time: biographical time, in 
the sense that this performance is locatable within the life story of the performer; 
historical time, connecting the Bedfordshire of today with that of the traditional 
past; and national time, in that it is happening now in the England of 2017. In 
short, the field recording technique locates the performance within space, place 
and time in a way that a studio recording would not.
Sam Lee’s performance exploits the implied domestic setting to produce a 
performance which stays within an intimate proxemic distance and unlocks the 
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potential of the lyric for an introspective reading. His stripped-down version of 
‘The Wild Rover’ substitutes an austere sound for the complex, modernist produc-
tion aesthetic of his previous recording projects, some of which, with their creative 
layering of studio and archival recordings have blurred the line between folk and 
art music. Here, however, he is unaccompanied, stepping away from the mixing 
board to produce a performance unaided by studio artifice. A usually raucous pub 
sing-along is given a reflective, subtly ironic reading which seeks to draw out a 
mood of regret and self-doubt latent in the lyric, which the implied intimate space 
of the recording helps to focus and amplify.
4.8 Intertextual dimensions
These examples point to the fact that the communicative potential of recording 
also has an intertextual dimension. While the stated aim of the producers is to 
strip away mediation to reveal intimate, immediate performances, we are continu-
ally reminded that the performances are recorded performances whose meaning 
is at least in part constituted by relationships with other recordings. Eliza Carthy’s 
performance of ‘The Sea’ can be read as an ‘unplugged’ reading of an earlier stu-
dio recording from Big Machine (2017); Martin Carthy’s track ‘The Bed-Making’ 
can also be read as an older-voiced version of a youthful performance from his 
album Crown of Horn (1976). In this case “from here” suggests a re-visiting of 
an earlier point in biographical time from a contemporary vantage point made 
possible because of the existence of a succession of recorded performances. This 
intertextual capacity for recordings to evoke other recordings and to thus articu-
late a sense of personal history and progression subverts the album’s founding 
premise of recording as separate from the field of authentic folk performance. In 
these cases here signifies not a real place but a place within the field of recordings 
themselves. Even as the album’s producers construct what they are doing as the 
removal of mediation, the performative aspects of the medium become evident; 
rather than a transparent window on an individual performance, each recorded 
performance occupies a place within a wider field of other texts, performances, 
places and times. The “home turf ” from which the performances originate is not 
a literal place but a metaphorical location within the field of contemporary and 
historical practice.
5. Conclusion: The sound of England
Sound recording presents the producers of multimodal texts with certain com-
municative affordances. Following Hall (1966) Moore (2012) and others, I have 
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argued that recordings are able to capture the unique ambient character of real 
spaces and to convey a sense of interpersonal closeness. Within the multimodal 
context of this album, with its problematising of English cultural identity, the com-
municative affordances of recording are remade, and the sonic character of field 
recordings takes on a larger significance. The performances, and the various loca-
tions out of which they emerge, become focal centres for the experience of national 
belonging; an audible Englishness is constructed which is local, centred, intimate, 
and rooted in an organic and evolving personal connection to place. From Here 
is presented as a synchronic snapshot of England’s folk tradition. The producers 
construct this as a pivotal moment, in which the relationship between England as a 
place and the English as a people, needs to be redrawn. The text continually oscil-
lates between the personal and affective and the national and symbolic, between 
England as a place and the highly individual places which constitute it. As the map 
shows us a constellation of points and connectors rather than a political territory, 
the recordings connect us to an England composed of intimate, domestic spaces, 
in which performances are woven into the lives of individual musicians. In each 
performance, the lines of their biographies intersect with lines of tradition and na-
tional history. Remade as a cultural ideal, the field of the album’s title stands for an 
organic connection between music, place and historical time. To re-connect with 
it is to symbolically re-locate the nation.
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